Pain States, the Opioid Epidemic, and the Role of Radiologists.
The prevalence of chronic pain and prescription opioid abuse has resulted in epidemic problems for patients and clinicians. The consequences are taking a heavy toll on patients, physicians, and society. Specific to radiology, a significant need exists for best practice assessment and treatment approaches for pain management, as patients with chronic pain often undergo radiological tests of unclear clinical relevance. The USA is amid an opioid-prescribing epidemic and resultant overdose public health emergency. A variety of reasons, which are examined in this manuscript, have contributed to the dramatic increase in the use of chronic opioid therapy for chronic non-cancer pain. This increase of opioid prescriptions and related deaths is based on many factors including the perception that there was systemic undertreatment of pain, the philosophical approach of advocacy groups for pain relief, promotion by the pharmaceutical industry, Joint Commission's Fifth Vital Sign, and permissive regulations by boards of medical licensures promoting excessive use of opioids. Overall, opioid treatment has been based on subjective pain relief and radiographic findings, which may not correlate with the source of pain generation. Radiologists, along with interventionalists, frequently interact with patients on chronic opioid therapy and at times take responsibility for patients with chronic pain. Beyond reading studies, diagnostic radiologists provide care to larger percentages of patients taking narcotics than ever before. This manuscript focuses on chronic pain, escalating opioid therapy, and adverse consequences, including the epidemic of overdoses and deaths. Radiologists' expertise can potentially reduce unnecessary radiological tests and inappropriate prescribing of medications.